













corrective	 services	 and	 universities,	 in	 ways	 that	 have	 changed	 the	 relationship	 between	
current	prison	practices	 and	academically	 oriented	 research.	Therefore,	 academics	have	 to	
question	how	their	contemporary	prison	research	can	bridge	the	emerging	gap:	how	they	can	
not	only	produce	research	that	adheres	to	the	roots	of	criminology	and	provides	a	base	for	a	
rational	 penal	 policy,	 but	 also	 how	 they	 can	 develop	 strategies	 to	 get	 recognition	 of	 and	
















Prison	populations	have	been	a	 focus	of	my	 research	 for	over	 two	decades.	Over	 time,	 I	have	
seen	 the	 penal	 landscape	 change,	 which	 is	 reflected	 in	 two	 main	 developments	 that	 have	
informed	the	content	of	this	special	issue	and	my	contribution	to	it.	Firstly,	prison	populations	
have	grown,	which	has	led	to	a	boom	in	research	analysing	this	phenomenon	from	the	outside.	
Secondly,	 and	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 conducting	 (qualitative)	 prison	 research	 from	 the	 inside	 is	
increasingly	 facing	 challenges.	 While	 it	 would	 be	 incorrect	 to	 state	 that	 the	 heydays	 of	
penological	research	are	over	–	a	growing	body	of	prison	research,	including	the	contributions	
to	 this	 special	 issue,	 contradicts	 that	–	a	main	 thread	 throughout	 these	writings	 concerns	 the	
difficulties	prison	researchers	now	face:	more	hurdles	to	be	overcome	and	more	restrictions	in	






growing	 prison	 population	 and	 the	 scarce	 research	 investigating	 the	 impact	 this	 has	 inside	
prisons.	 The	 times	 when	 sociologists	 and	 criminologists	 were	 allowed	 to	 conduct	 in‐depth	
research	 inside	 prisons	 for	 extended	 periods	 of	 time,	 resulting	 in	 the	 classic	 readings	 by	
Clemmer	(1940),	Sykes	(1958),	Irwin	(1970),	Jacobs	(1977)	and	many	more,	are	gone.	This	led	
Simon	 (2000)	 and	 later	 Wacquant	 (2002)	 to	 plead	 for	 more	 American	 qualitative	 prison	
research.	According	to	them,	after	the	collapse	of	the	rehabilitative	ideal	in	the	US,	the	focus	of	
prison	 research	 turned	 away	 from	 the	 sociology	 and	 criminology	 of	 prison	 life	 to	 the	 more	
quantitative	analysis	of	crime	trends,	prison	populations	and	their	underlying	(societal)	causes.	
The	 situation	 in	 Europe,	 including	 the	 UK,	 is	 different	 from	 the	 US,	 with	 qualitative	 prison	
researchers	 producing	 new	 scholarship.	 The	 need	 for	 in‐depth,	 longitudinal	 and	 qualitative	
prison	research	–	measuring	the	 ‘quality	of	prison	life’	 in	different	prisons	within	one	country	
(Liebling	2004),	comparing	prison	conditions	and	regime	aspects	in	several	jurisdictions	(Pratt	
2008a,	 2008b;	 Pratt	 and	 Eriksson	 2013),	 or	 re‐assessing	 the	 contemporary	 ‘pains	 of	
imprisonment’	including	the	‘depth’,	‘weight’,	‘tightness’	and	‘breadth’	of	imprisonment	(Crewe	
2011,	2015)	–	has	been	argued	by	many.	New	trends	have	developed,	including	a	rapid	growth	
of	 the	use	of	 ethnographic	 and	narrative	methodology,	 and	a	growing	 interest	 in	 the	emotive	
aspect	 of	 (ethnographic)	prison	 research	 (see	 Jewkes	2012,	 2014;	 Liebling	1999;	 Scheirs	 and	




In	 this	 contribution	 I	 reflect	 on	 the	 changes	 in	 the	 penal	 landscape	 and	 how	 they	 impact	 on	
prison	research.	 I	do	 this	 from	my	experiences	as	a	prison	researcher	 in	a	variety	of	 roles,	 in	
both	Europe	and	Australia,	which	has	provided	me	with	a	broad	perspective	on	the	interaction	
between	 prisons	 and	 research.	 It	 has	 been	 an	 interesting	 journey	 during	 which	 I	 have	 been	
confronted	by	dilemmas	on	how	my	chosen	profession	might	be	of	relevance	to	both	corrective	
services	and	prison	research.	The	purpose	of	 this	article	 is	 to	stimulate	 the	dialogue	between	





corrections	 and	 academia.	 Following	 this	 environmental	 sketch,	 I	 focus	 on	 the	different	 roles	






(however,	 still	 contested)	 is	 the	 trend	 of	 increasing	 prison	 populations	 in	 most	 western	
societies.	 The	 picture	 doesn’t	 look	 as	 bleak	 as	 initially	 suggested,	 with	 prison	 populations	
actually	 going	 down	 in	 some	 European	 countries	 in	 recent	 years	 (Netherlands,	 Germany,	
Sweden,	Finland),2	and	also	in	several	states	of	the	US	for	three	consecutive	years	(2009‐2012).3	
Nevertheless,	 in	 comparison	 to	 the	 ‘progressive	 1970s’,	 overall	 growth	 rates	 in	 prison	
populations	have	persisted	in	more	recent	decades.	Since	this	growth	trend	started	in	the	early	
1980s,	 an	 expanding	 body	 of	 literature	 has	 analysed	 the	 underlying	 reasons	 for	 this	
development,	either	within	one	country,	or	as	comparative	studies	between	countries.	Evidence	
from	 these	 studies	 has	 revealed	 that	 broader	 socio‐economic	 developments	 impact	 on	 penal	
policies.	There	was	the	waning	belief	 in	 the	welfare	state	with	 this	model	 losing	credibility	as	
crime	rates	 increased	 in	 the	1970s,	despite	 the	 investment	 in	welfare	provisions.	The	welfare	
model	 was	 increasingly	 criticised	 for	 actually	 making	 things	 worse,	 causing	 unacceptable	







privatisation,	 deregulation	 and	 welfare	 state	 retrenchment	 (Brown	 2011).	 Growing	 neo‐
liberalism	created	societies	that	became	more	exclusionary,	moving	from	the	view	of	crime	as	a	
societal	 problem	 that	 needs	 to	 be	 addressed	 by	 supporting	 people	 and	 trying	 to	 rehabilitate	
them,	 to	one	premised	on	 individual	 responsibility,	 for	which	more	 severe	punishment	 is	 the	
appropriate	 answer,	 with	 incapacitation	 and	 retribution	 as	 primary	 aims.	 Increasing	 prison	
populations	not	only	brought	the	topic	to	the	attention	of	(comparative)	criminologists	but	also	
put	 it	 on	 the	 political	 agenda,	 and	 made	 it	 a	 leading	 matter	 in	 electoral	 discussions	 and	
campaigns.	 This	was	 exemplified	by	 increasing	 discourse	 on	what	 has	 been	 called	 a	 ‘law	 and	
order’	 approach	 where	 politicians	 from	 both	 the	 left	 and	 the	 right	 argued	 for	 harsher	
punishment	and	supported	forms	of	‘expressive	justice’	(Garland	2001),	claiming	that	the	use	of	
imprisonment	 was	 legitimate	 and	 that	 ‘prison	 works’.	 The	 law	 and	 order	 discourse	 became	
most	 apparent	 in	 majoritarian	 democracies	 with	 bi‐partisan	 political	 systems,	 and	 has	 been	
linked	 to	 their	 electoral	 structures,	 bureaucratic	 organisation,	 and	 their	 relationship	with	 the	
judiciary,	 the	 media,	 and	 the	 perceived	 punitive	 public	 opinion	 (for	 an	 overview	 of	 this	
literature,	see	Tubex	2014).	
	
From	 a	 cynical	 point	 of	 view,	 one	 could	 consider	 this	 a	 positive	 development	 for	 prison	




liberalism	has	not	only	been	associated	with	 growing	punitiveness;	 it	has	 also	been	 linked	 to	
managerialism,	 and	 this	 has	 impacted	 on	 both	 aspects	 of	 our	 research	 field:	 the	 world	 of	
corrective	services	and	that	of	universities.	In	the	following	paragraphs,	I	explore	more	deeply	
these	 two	 developing	 trends,	 firstly	 by	 considering	 how	 correctional	 managerialism	 has	




In	his	account	of	 the	major	trends	 that	have	 impacted	on	the	criminal	 justice	system	over	 the	
last	few	decades,	Freiberg	(2005)	claims	that	the	development	of	managerialism,	or	new	public	
management,	 has	 had	 ‘the	 most	 powerful	 and	 influential	 impact	 on	 public	 administration	




1980s	 and	 1990s	 within	 the	 broader	 context	 of	 modernising	 government	 agencies.	 As	 a	
consequence	 of	 its	 infiltration,	 criminal	 justice	 agencies	 need	 to	 demonstrate	 effectiveness	 in	
their	 outcomes,	 and	prison	management	has	become	a	 ‘business’,	 illustrated	 in	 the	 growth	of	
private	prisons.	To	this	end,	their	approach	needs	to	be	 ‘evidence‐based’:	corrections	agencies	
are	forced	into	measures	of	transparency	and	accountability,	and	prison	performance	has	to	be	




the	 resources	 available	 to	 prison	 managers	 focus	 on	 achieving	 well‐articulated	 penal	 policy	
aims.	The	problem	arises	when	managerial	goals	appear	to	eclipse	penological	objectives,	with	
the	 spotlight	 shifting	 to	 the	mechanics	 of	 operational	 systems	 to	 the	 exclusion	 of	 the	 careful	
articulation	of	the	penal	aims	they	attempt	to	achieve,	and	objectives	become	cast	 in	 terms	of	






More	 recently,	 Cunneen	 et	 al.	 (2013)	 considered	 that	 the	 influence	 of	 managerialism	 on	 the	
criminal	 justice	 system	 is	 significantly	 underrated	 in	 criminology	 and,	more	particularly,	 that	
this	 style	 has	 impacted	 on	 the	 level	 of	 human	 interactions	 within	 corrections.	 They	 see	






of	 their	 duty	 of	 care,	 and	 prompted	 corrections	 to	 feeling	 pressured	 to	 reduce	 the	 risk	 that	
something	might	happen.	Prison	 in	particular	 then	becomes	 the	solution	 for	 those	considered	
‘risky,	 dangerous	 or	 simply	 unpleasant	 characters’	 (Cunneen	 et	 al.	 2013:	 76),	 with	 a	




to	 offenders,	 the	 focus	moved	 away	 from	 rehabilitation	 and	 problem	 solving	 to	 performance	
management,	order	management	and	short	term	objectives,	in	which	the	perpetrator	becomes	
more	 an	 object	 of	 treatment	 rather	 than	 a	 subject	 with	 which	 the	 practitioner	 enters	 into	 a	
therapeutic	relationship	(Freiberg	2005).		
	
For	 staff	 working	 in	 a	 managerial	 context,	 this	 change	 resulted	 in	 a	 completely	 different	
relationship	 between	 staff,	 their	 clients	 and	 colleagues.	 When	 working	 within	 a	 managerial	




Therefore,	 Freiberg	 (2005)	 acknowledges	 that	 managerialism	 is	 open	 to	 some	 serious	
criticisms:	‘it	is	not	an	end	it	itself:	it	should	be	there	for	a	purpose.	A	process	should	be	efficient,	
economic	and	effective,	but	only	to	achieve	a	further	goal…’	(Freiberg	2005:	32).	In	other	words,	
as	 the	 Inspector	 of	 Custodial	 Services	 in	 Western	 Australia	 pointed	 out	 in	 one	 of	 his	
presentations	 on	 this	 topic,	 corrective	 services	 are	 profoundly	 human	 businesses,	 and	 some	
things	are	 just	not	open	 to	metrics	and	key	performance	 indicator‐type	measurement.	This	 is	




But	 there	 are	also	 consequences	 related	 to	 research	 in	 a	managerial	 environment.	The	whole	
performance‐related	 approach	puts	 a	 lot	 of	 pressure	 on	 corrections	 agencies	by	 consuming	 a	
great	deal	of	their	research	potential	and,	importantly,	impacting	on	the	kind	of	‘evidence’	they	
are	 interested	 in.	 The	main	 interest	 of	 prisons	 as	 a	 business	 has	 become	 tailored	 around	 the	
concept	 of	 ‘what	 works’,	 demanding	 evaluations	 that	 measure	 the	 effectiveness	 of	
programmatic	 interventions	 and	 therefore	 with	 a	 mainly	 quantitative	 focus,	 this	 to	 the	
detriment	 of	 thorough	 qualitative	 research,	 also	 in	 a	 comparative	 perspective.	 This	
development,	 in	 a	 context	 of	 shrinking	budgets	 and	 subject	 to	 the	pressure	of	 an	unforgiving	
media	and	a	public	assumed	to	be	strongly	punitive,	has	made	government	agencies	more	risk	
averse	towards	potentially	negative	research	findings.	Prison	policies	are	driven	by	not	wanting	
to	 ‘end	 up	 on	 the	 front	 page	 of	 the	 local	 newspaper’	 and	 by	 ‘what	 makes	 them	 look	 good’.	
Therefore	a	situation	has	been	created	in	which	government	agencies	are	already	committed	to	










Following	 from	 the	 impact	 of	 managerialism	 on	 corrections,	 one	 can	 see	 a	 parallel	 and	
equivalent	 trend	 in	universities,	particularly	 in	 the	English	 speaking	world.	Universities	 these	
days	are	also	subjected	to	the	private	sector	motto	of	competition	and	profitability.	The	ranking	
of	universities	is	becoming	paramount,	and	climbing	up	the	rankings	becomes	the	primary	goal	
and	 initiator	 of	 universities	 strategic	 planning.	 Measurable	 outputs	 are	 a	 matter	 of	 survival	
because	the	university’s	budget	depends	on	it.	While	there	 is	agreement	within	academia	that	
international	 rankings	are	not	an	objective	discipline	and	 tend	 to	discriminate	against	human	





lists	a	consequence.	This	 time	 lapse	can	reduce	 the	relevance	of	 the	 research	 findings	as	 they	
may	require	 timely	reporting.	Further,	 in	aiming	 for	 these	highly	ranked	 journals,	 there	 is	 the	
risk	we	are	only	writing	 for	ourselves	and	hence	end	up	 in	 ‘navel‐gazing’	 (Loader	and	Sparks	
2011:	27).	Very	 few	practitioners	will	ever	glance	over	 these	 journals	or	might	not	even	have	






Further,	 there	 is	 the	 essential	matter	 of	 funding.	 In	 the	 Australian	 context,	 the	main	 funding	
source	after	the	Federal	government	changed	the	funding	base	for	universities	in	the	1980s	(see	
Israel	 2000)	 is	 the	 Australian	 Research	 Council	 (ARC).	 In	 general,	 the	 major	 grants	 are	
Discovery	and	Linkage	grants,	and	Future	Fellowships,	with	the	latter	being	rarely	awarded	in	
criminology.	 Alternatively,	 there	 are	 the	 more	 modest	 funding	 budgets	 of	 the	 Criminology	
Research	Grants	(CRG),	which	can	be	considered	little	more	than	‘seeding	funds’.	Requirements	
for	applications	are	 laborious:	one	of	our	 recent	Discovery	applications	consumed	105	pages,	
and	a	 large	Linkage	grant	even	more	 (219	pages).	That	 represents	a	huge	 investment	of	 time	
and	money	 by	 academics	 throughout	Australia,	 given	 the	 fact	 that,	 in	 their	 latest	 rounds,	 the	
success	 rate	 of	 Discovery	 Grants	was	 18	 per	 cent;	 of	 Linkage	 Grants	 36	 per	 cent;5	 of	 Future	
Fellowships	18	per	 cent;	 and	of	Criminology	Research	Grants	10	per	 cent.	Moreover,	most	 of	
these	grants	do	not	pay	 for	salaries,	 except	 for	PhD	students	or	 research	assistance,	although	
they	might	provide	for	teaching	relief.	But	even	then	the	budget	tends	to	be	restrictive:	grants	
simply	 fund	 the	direct	 costs	of	 research	activities.	Thus,	while	 (inter)national	 collaboration	 is	
essential,	 these	 collaborations	 rely	 on	 the	 goodwill	 of	 people	 becoming	 involved,	 and	 on	 the	




Finally,	 some	 funding	 bodies	 expect/recommend	 ethics	 approval	 and/or	 agency	 approval	 to	
have	 been	 sought	 before	 submitting	 an	 application.	 While	 this	 is	 understandable	 from	 their	
point	of	view	because	they	want	to	ensure	that	the	grant	will	eventually	be	used,	this	creates	a	
significant	 Catch	 22	 situation.	 Seeking	 approvals	 from	 both	 named	 sources	 is	 known	 to	 be	 a	
lengthy	process,	and	problematic	in	light	of	the	low	success	rates	of	grant	applications.	If	ethics	
and	agency	approval	are	obtained	but	the	project	does	not	get	supported,	many	people’s	time	
has	been	wasted.	Conversely,	 if	 the	project	achieves	grant	support	but	 the	corrections	agency	
does	not	allow	access,	the	problem	is	magnified	and	might	harm	researchers’	reputations	with	
the	funding	body.	In	the	event	that	research	is	related	to	Indigenous	issues,	even	more	hurdles	
need	 to	 be	 cleared,	 such	 as	 the	 preference	 for	 involving	 (an)	 Indigenous	 researcher(s),	 with	






requirements	 might	 result	 in	 certain	 aspects	 of	 prison	 research	 –	 more	 particularly	 those	
related	to	Indigenous	over‐representation	in	prisons,	one	of	Australia’s	biggest	penal	problems	





changing	 conditions	 in	 the	 light	 of	 the	 above,	 based	 on	 my	 own	 experiences.	 To	 find	 a	
framework	for	doing	so,	I	was	inspired	by	the	classification	of	possible	roles	criminologists	can	
adopt,	 as	 more	 generally	 discussed	 by	 Loader	 and	 Sparks	 (2011)	 in	 their	 publication	 Public	
Criminology?.	Loader	and	Sparks	start	their	thinking	from	the	idea	that	criminology	these	days	
is	‘a	successful	failure’	(Loader	and	Sparks	2011:	10).	On	the	one	hand,	criminology	is	booming;	





some	 of	 their	 prototypes6	 to	 explore	 how	 I	 think	 that	 prison	 research	 can	 contribute	 to	 the	
development	 of	 penal	 policy	 in	 a	 way	 that	 is	 beneficial	 for	 both	 academia	 and	 government	
organisations.	 It	 is	my	argument	 that	 our	 role	 as	 a	 (prison)	 researcher	 can	be	miscellaneous,	
and	that	each	position	taken	has	its	own	merits.	The	different	roles	involve	a	different	proximity	
to	 decision	 making	 bodies,	 and	 this	 can	 impact	 on	 the	 uptake	 of	 the	 findings.	 However,	 as	
demonstrated	by	Harding	(2003)	in	an	Australian	context,	 influencing	policy	through	research	












very	 difficult	 in	 a	 criminological/penological	 context	 to	 attribute	 a	 (behavioural)	 change	 to	 a	
programmatic	 intervention	 because	 the	 sequential	 occurrence	 of	 two	 phenomena	 does	 not	
necessarily	 mean	 that	 there	 is	 a	 causal	 relationship.	 It	 also	 ignores	 the	 heterogeneity	 of	
offenders	as	individuals	and	the	reasons	why	and	how	people	achieve	changes	in	their	lives,	as	
well	 as	 the	 social	 contexts	 in	 which	 this	 happens	 (McNeil	 2004).	 Evaluation	 studies	 only	
measure	what	is	measurable,	possibly	overlooking	significant	changes	below	the	surface.		
	
Further,	 because	 additional	 subsidies/support	 for	 programmes	 often	 rely	 on	 a	 positive	
evaluation	 of	 earlier	 outcomes,	 success	 can	 be	 stimulated	 by	 programme	 managers	 being	
selective	about	who	is	allowed	to	participate	in	an	intervention.	In	the	Australian	context,	this	
problem	 is	 exemplified	 by	 the	 limited	 access	 for	 Indigenous	 people	 to	 culturally	 appropriate	










journey,	 I	 mainly	 worked	 in	 an	 academic	 context,	 conducting	 ‘curiosity‐driven	 research’	 on	
topics	such	as	long‐term	imprisonment,	parole,	violence	in	prisons,	sex	offenders	and	the	offer	
of	 welfare	 services	 to	 prisoners.	 The	 experience	 of	 these	 projects	 has	 demonstrated	 the	
importance	 of	 research	 that	 looks	 beyond	 the	 ‘what	 works’	 tradition.	 The	 first	 research	
mentioned	here	investigated	if	the	increase	in	numbers	of	long‐term	prisoners	was	due	to	real	
increases	 in	 the	prevalence	of	 seriousness	of	 crime	or	due	 to	 changing	punishment	practices;	
the	parole	research	project	investigated	not	only	the	needs	of	the	offender	but	also	the	desires	
of	 the	victim;	 the	violence	 in	prison	project	described	why	prisons	possibly	don’t	work	under	
the	 threat	 of	 unhealthy	 internal	 relationships	 and	 how	 the	 prison	 environment	 can	 address	
these;	the	research	work	on	sex	offenders	investigated	how	their	narratives	lead	them	into	the	
criminal	justice	system/prison	and	what	the	possible	impact	of	early	intervention	could	be;	and,	




evidence‐based	 model.	 It	 is	 important	 that	 this	 background	 knowledge	 is	 gathered,	 that	 we	
continue	to	try	to	improve	its	quality,	and	that	we	provide	a	comprehensive	and	clear	view	of	
the	whole	set	of	factors	that	 lead	to	imprisonment.	This	knowledge	is	one	source	that	informs	
criminal	 justice	policy,	with	due	observance	of	 its	 limitations.	But	penological	research	should	
never	 be	 reduced	 to	 mere	 effectiveness	 measurement.	 Analysing	 the	 complexity	 of	 criminal	





While	 criminological	 research	 in	 this	 perception	 remains	 independent,	 researchers	 being	 in	
charge	 of	 their	 own	 research	 agenda,	 within	 their	 research	 environment	 and	 with	 access	 to	
independent	budgets	to	allow	for	less	policy	related	investigation,	there	is	also	need	for	a	more	















experience	enabled	me	 to	 look	beyond	 the	borders	of	national	 research,	 to	gain	new	 insights,	
and	rethink	our	own	practices.	While	we	generally	consider	our	Western	European	standards	as	
progressive	 by	 comparison	with	 Eastern	 Europe,	 some	 aspects	 of	 penal	 reform	 are	well	 and	
truly	 embedded	 in	 prisons	 in	 the	 latter	 jurisdictions.	 For	 instance,	 I	 was	 impressed	with	 the	
generous	 opportunities	 that	 existed	 for	 family	 visits	 to	 prisoners	 in	 Eastern	 Europe.	 These	
provisions	were,	 in	my	 experience,	well	 ahead	of	 practices	 I	 had	 seen	 in	 some	prisons	 in	my	
native	 country	 of	 Belgium,	 and	 I	 was	 therefore	 pleased	 to	 be	 in	 a	 position	 to	 argue	 for	






Understanding	 prison	 practices	 in	 a	 foreign	 context	 requires	 researchers	 to	 familiarise	




many	barriers	–	 language	 to	name	but	one	–	 and	 the	need	 for	broader	historical	 and	 cultural	
knowledge	 to	allow	 for	correct	 interpretation	of	what	shows	on	 the	surface.	The	comparative	
works	of	Pratt	(2008)	and	Pratt	and	Eriksson	(2013)	have	in	this	respect	been	widely	discussed,	
both	 positively	 and	 negatively.	 From	 a	 more	 practical	 point	 of	 view,	 this	 kind	 of	 knowledge	
requires	 time	 and	money,	which	 in	 an	 era	 of	 shrinking	 budgets	 is	 far	 from	 readily	 available.	
Over	the	years,	Council	of	Europe	experts	were	given	less	time	to	accomplish	fieldwork,	mainly	
becoming	 fly‐in,	 fly‐out	 experts,	 with	 just	 enough	 resources	 to	 get	 the	 job	 done	 but	 with	 no	
additional	 time	 to	 spend	 in	 the	 country	 to	 read	 and	 breathe	 local	 circumstances.	 This	 has	
endangered	 the	potential	 value	 of	 the	work	 of	 expert	 advisors.	 Possible	ways	 to	 address	 this	
problem	 could	 be	 to	 invest	 in	 local	 experts	 to	 become	 advocates	 for	 reform	 in	 their	 own	
country.	In	the	light	of	the	discussion	above,	however,	my	preference	would	be	for	stimulating	
broader	 (European/international)	 collaboration	 between	 supranational	 bodies	 that	 can	 carry	
the	costs	of	such	an	undertaking.	
	
Some	 other	 forms	 of	 pragmatism	 infused	my	 role	 as	 a	 political	 policy	 advisor	 to	 the	 Belgian	
Minister	 of	 Justice.	 As	 this	 arena	 is	 highly	 volatile,	 realism	 sometimes	 gets	 in	 the	 way	 of	
principles.	As	post‐release	supervision	services	were	limited,	a	decision	had	been	made	at	some	
stage	to	reserve	these	services	for	the	monitoring	of	long‐term	offenders	on	early	release	(those	
with	 sentences	 of	 more	 than	 three	 years),	 while	 shorter‐term	 offenders	 were	 given	 an	
automatic	 form	 of	 release,	 with	 limited	 conditions	 and	 supervision.	 This	 flies	 in	 the	 face	 of	
criminological	 literature	 and,	 understandably,	 engendered	 some	 academic	 criticism.	 When	 it	
comes	 to	 the	 role	 of	 the	policy	 advisor,	 it	 is	my	personal	 opinion	 that	prison	 researchers	 too	
often	start	from	the	assumption	that	we	still	need	to	convince	politicians	of	the	fact	that	prisons	
are	expensive	and	that	they	don’t	work.	From	my	experience,	most	senior	policy	makers	in	this	






In	this	interpretation	of	a	third	role,	 that	of	 ‘observer	turned	player’,	 researchers	decide	to	do	
something	about	the	chasm	between	criminology	and	government	by	‘getting	their	hands	dirty’	
(Loader	and	Sparks	2011:	32)	and	also	by	engaging	with	government	through	working	 inside	












While	 DCS	 had	 a	 substantial	 research	 team	 and	 a	 considerable	 number	 of	






more	 rigorous	 procedures	 within	 the	 Research	 and	 Evaluation	 Committee	 (REC)	 –	 the	 body	
overseeing	all	external	(and	later	internal)	research	and	evaluation	projects	–	that	aimed	for	a	





Firstly,	 there	may	 be	misconceptions	 by	 prison	 staff	 of	 the	 extent	 of	 researchers’	 knowledge	
about	and	appreciation	of	what	goes	on	in	the	prison	world.	Prison	staff	sometimes	feel,	or	fear,	
they	are	being	 treated	disdainfully	 and	dismissively.	One	 element	of	 this	might	derive	 from	a	
misunderstanding	 of	 the	 need	 for	 researchers	 to	maintain	 a	 professional	 distance	 from	 staff,	
which	might	lead	to	staff	becoming	resistant	to	assisting	researchers	whose	attitudes	appear	to	







This	 method	 is	 not	 without	 risk:	 incomplete	 results	 might	 be	 misleading,	 or	 might	 be	
generalised	 and	 therefore	 incorrect.	 Yet	 it	 is	 important	 that	 key	 stakeholders	 be	 informed	
during	the	course	of	a	project	so	that	they	know	what	activities	have	occurred,	what	the	results	
are,	and	how	this	eventually	leads	to	certain	conclusions.	The	third	point	is	related	to	this:	when	
research	 is	 facilitated	 by	 a	 prison,	 a	 regular	 complaint	 from	 the	 prison	 staff	 and	 prisoners	 is	
that,	once	researchers	have	harvested	their	data,	 they	disappear	 into	a	black	hole	and	are	not	
heard	from	again.	A	lack	of	giving	feedback	on	research	findings	undermines	the	reputation	of	




into	 consideration	 when	 researching	 and	 reporting.	 Revealing	 weaknesses	 without	
acknowledging	efforts	already	 in	place	to	rectify	associated	problems	or	 identifying	areas	and	
ways	for	improvement	is	less	than	helpful.	In	fact,	this	can	be	very	discouraging	for	people	who	






ungrounded,	 investigate	 economic,	 social,	 cultural	 and	 technological	 changes	 that	 impact	 on	
crime.	It	is	macro	explanations	that	are	needed	in	this	field,	to	understand	matters	such	as	mass	
imprisonment,	 and	 enlighten	 alternatives	 for	 thinking	 and	 acting	 accordingly	 (Loader	 and	
Sparks	2011:	34).		
	
The	 ‘lonely	 prophet’	 position	 is	 best	 described	 as	 relating	 to	 the	 current	 stage	of	my	 journey	
through	prison	research.	Being	back	in	academia,	at	this	stage	of	my	career	and	at	the	other	side	
of	the	world	from	where	my	journey	began,	I	decided	to	somewhat	move	away	from	fieldwork	
on	 the	 inside	 and	 look	 at	 ‘the	 bigger	 picture’	 instead.	 I	 found	 this	 was	 like	 entering	 another	
world	again,	not	only	because	of	the	contextual	differences	but,	even	more	strikingly,	due	to	the	
‘ideological’	 contrasts.	 Over	 recent	 decades,	 various	 drivers	 of	 prison	 populations	 have	 been	
identified	and	the	bigger	picture	has	been	unravelled	at	many	levels.	At	the	same	time,	this	kind	
of	 macro	 perspective	 is	 being	 challenged	 in	 some	 prison	 research,	 including	 articles	 in	 this	





literature	 hardly	 seem	 to	 communicate	 and,	 if	 they	 do,	 it	 is	 often	 to	 criticise	 each	 other’s	








In	 this	 last	 section,	 I	 first	 consider	 possible	 objections	 that	 may	 hamper	 academic	 prison	






upsetting	 and	 this	 reality	 needs	 to	 be	 appropriately	 accommodated.	 However,	 the	 need	 for	
protection	of	 potential	 research	 subjects	 can	 also	be	overstated	by	prison	officials,	 and	many	
prison	researchers	report	that	their	respondents	appreciated	the	opportunity	to	talk	to	people	





Additionally,	 corrections	 regimes	 are	 also	 in	 charge	 of	 security	 and	 order	 in	 a	 prison,	 and	






free,	 by	 (mostly)	 experienced	 researchers	 in	 whose	 training	 they	 don’t	 have	 to	 invest.	 More	
fundamentally,	academic	researchers	might	be	able	to	identify	significant	topics	or	trends	that	








Working	 with	 governments	 can	 come	with	 some	 benefits	 for	 academic	 research,	 as	 it	 might	
lower	the	threshold	for	access	and	engender	(financial)	collaboration,	but	it	comes	with	its	own	
issues.	There	can	be	restrictions	regarding	the	research	agenda,	about	what	can	be	researched	
and	 how,	 and	 about	 the	 ownership	 of	 results	 and	 publications.	 No	 organisation	 is	 keen	 on	
exposing	itself	by	revealing	negative	findings	or	matters	that	are	subject	to	improvement	and,	in	












one	of	 the	most	 important	possibly	being	 that	we	 like	doing	 it.	 The	 carceral	world	 remains	a	
fascinating	 environment	 and	 an	 almost	 inexhaustible	 source	 of	 research.	 But	 there	 is	more.	 I	







integrity.	However,	 I	 am	convinced	 that	 criminology	and,	 for	 this	part,	 penology	has	a	 role	 to	
play	in	shaping	penal	policy.	In	this	respect,	I	place	myself	more	so	in	the	camp	of	Roger	Hood	
(1987)	 than	of	 Stanly	Cohen	 (1985),	 as	 discussed	by	Harding	 (2003).	 I	 hope	 that	 this	 special	




need	 to	 meet,	 but	 not	 be	 limited	 to,	 their	 needs.	 We	 need	 to	 offer	 them	 research	 that	 is	
interesting	 for	 them,	 and	 more.	 While	 an	 evidence‐based	 (penal)	 policy	 might	 sound	 as	
something	 of	 an	 oxymoron,	 I	 see	 the	 undeniable	 usefulness	 of	 a	 policy	 that	 is	 informed	 by	
research,	 taking	 into	 account	 the	 above	 concerns.	 Quantitative	 measurements,	 evaluations,	
audits	 and	monitoring	 need	 to	 be	 complemented	with	 qualitative	 research	which	 by	 its	 very	
design	 can	 add	 significant	 value	 to	 the	 evidence	 base.	 For	 a	 healthy	 relationship	 between	
research	 and	 policy,	 I	 agree	 with	 Freiberg	 and	 Carson	 (2010)	 in	 their	 preference	 for	 ‘the	
enlightenment	model’,	 as	described	by	Young	 et	 al.	 (2002).	 In	 this	model,	 research	 stays	 at	 a	
distance	 from	 policy,	 providing	 a	 framework	 for	 thinking	 about	 the	 problem.	 Rather	 than	
science	 finding	 solutions	 to	 policy	 problems,	 it	 provides	 information	 and	 a	 conceptual	
framework	within	which	a	problem	can	be	studied	and	understood.	This	model	also	allows	for	
the	 emotional	 aspect	 of	 implementing	 evidence,	 which	 is	 identified	 by	 these	 authors	 as	 an	
important	 driver	 of	 public	 policy	 (Freiberg	 and	 Carson	 2010).	 In	 that	 sense,	 an	 evidence‐
informed	model	is	a	more	accurate	description.	
	
But	 it	 is	 also	 within	 our	 own	 home	 base	 that	 more	 hard	 work	 needs	 to	 be	 done.	 While	 I	
absolutely	 agree	 with,	 and	 have	 been	 arguing	 for,	 making	 the	 results	 of	 our	 research	 work	
available	and	of	value	to	the	wider	community,	there	will	always	be	a	need	for	curiosity‐driven	
research,	which	might	be	 less	attractive	 for	government	agencies,	but	 fundamental	 to	achieve	
academic	excellence.	Therefore,	a	plurality	of	funding	sources	is	needed	to	allow	for	a	plurality	
of	research	environments.	Further,	for	the	sake	of	preserving	high	quality	research	and	output,	
we	 need	 to	 convince	 academic	 leadership	 of	 the	 importance	 of	 ‘slow	 science’,	 allowing	 us	 to	
think,	explore,	find,	and	rethink	before	scoring	(‘Bear	with	us,	while	we	think’9).	The	increasing	
problem	 of	 scientific	 fraud	 is	 a	 symptom	 of	 an	 academic	 world	 where	 producing	 outcomes	

















1	 Recipient	 of	 an	 Australian	 Research	 Council	 Future	 Fellowship	 (Project	 Number	 FT100100627).	 I	 thank	 the	
anonymous	reviewers	for	their	constructive	comments	and	suggestions.	
2		http://www.prisonstudies.org/world‐prison‐brief	(accessed	18	October	2014).	
3	 However,	 the	 latest	 data	 released	 show	 again	 a	 slight	 increase	 of	 the	 US	 prison	 population:	
http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/p13.pdf	(accessed	18	October	2014).	








8	This	point	was	brought	 to	my	attention	by	one	of	 the	reviewers,	 for	which	 I	am	grateful.	Another	example	 is	 the	
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